In recent years there has been an increased interest in student mental wellbeing within higher education. In terms of legal education, much of this has been focused upon the United States ("US") and Australia, with a lack of United Kingdom (UK)-based empirical data available. Although there is now extensive provision of online distance learning options available to UK (and other) law students, there is a notable lack of research into the possible challenges which are specific to this form of tertiary offering. This paper seeks to contribute to the development of research in this area by reporting upon, and analysing, preliminary data gathered from an empirical study of the mental wellbeing of online distance learning law students.
Introduction
The focus of this paper is on a mixed methods study carried out at The Open University Law School involving students in the final stage of their LLB degree. The data obtained, via an online survey, provides a snapshot on the respondents' mental wellbeing and indicates that a majority have had a positive law school experience and fall within the "normal range" in terms of their mental wellbeing. However, the findings also suggest that a sizeable minority are experiencing issues in terms of their mental wellbeing and are likely to need professional help. The quantitative results are contextualised and expanded upon with qualitative responses provided by students; with comparators to previous studies on law student wellbeing; and by a consideration of the role and influence of online distance learning.
The development of online distance education in law may also be offered, but the focus is predominantly online in format.
In addition, although increasingly less common, there are courses which are predominantly conducted offline (for example, through the provision of hard copy materials) but which retain a distance learning format. 6 There are also many traditional universities which have added an online component to their usual face-to-face offerings, generating different forms of blended learning. 7 This means that many students will encounter some form of distance or online learning during their studies.
In relation to law specifically, the idea of distance learning is not a new one. For example, during the Second World War, the Law Society (with the assistance of other bodies) ran a legal studies correspondence course for men serving in the forces, and some prisoner-of-war camps allowed their detainees to take the professional examinations for entry into the legal profession. 8 However the development of distance learning provision has been somewhat uneven globally, for example, Bennett in 2014 was still referring to a "refusal to accept broader use of distance learning" in the US whilst arguing that this would (and should) change. 9 However, in the UK distance http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/hefce/content/pubs/2010/rd1710/rd17_10.pdf (accessed 10th October 2017). learning in law is well-established, with The Open University's Law School being formed in 1998. Now some 20 years later, it has the largest undergraduate LLB programme in the UK with around 4,800 part and full-time students, a team of over 20 academics based at the university's main campus, Milton Keynes, and approximately 210 tutors who facilitate the students' learning on individual modules. 10 In the UK overall, the increasing use of innovative teaching techniques within law, such as the 'flipped classroom' 11 and technology-based simulations 12 have also encouraged the development of a wide range of blended programmes.
With a sizeable number of law students now engaged in some form of online or distance learning, there is an increasing need for research into the various facets of their student experience, including the most effective pedagogies, teaching techniques and materials to apply. 13 Whilst there is a sizeable body of work on distance and online learning as generic forms of education, there remains relatively little written specifically in relation to legal education. 14 One area where this is particularly notable is in relation to law student mental wellbeing. Despite a sizeable body of work on this topic generated in both the US and, more recently, Australia, this has largely focussed on (or 10 Student numbers taken from The Open University "About the Open University Law School at least assumed) the presence of a traditional, face-to-face law school setting. 15, This article adds to the field of law student mental wellbeing and seeks to explore the experiences of online distance learning law students. It does so by drawing upon empirical data and providing comparisons with prior work on the mental wellbeing of law students studying in a more traditional university environment. 16 Although it would require further investigation to establish whether the experience of online distance learners are replicated within blended learning environments, the findings are likely to be of interest to educators seeking to incorporate or develop distance or online elements within legal education.
Wellbeing and law schools
The concept of wellbeing has increasingly become a part of popular vocabulary, albeit often applied in a somewhat nebulous and ill-defined manner, with even the spelling provoking some contention (with variations including wellbeing, well-being or well being -and wellness as an alternative 16 It should be noted that a number of these studies may have involved students using blended learning. However, this is not indicated within the studies identified by the authors. There is also no attempt to assess the levels of face-to-face and online or distance interaction and its possible correlation with the empirical data on wellbeing. 17 Davies discusses in detail how the concepts of wellbeing and happiness have been "adopted by policy makers and managers", becoming ubiquitous within contemporary society (W. seminal longitudinal study, conducted at two law schools in the US, followed a single student cohort through three years of their (postgraduate) legal study at a single law school (Study 1), and also explored the effect of law school on a first year cohort at another law school by comparing scores at the beginning and the end of the first year (Study 2). In relation to Study 1, the authors found that the students appeared "quite happy and healthy" at the beginning of their (postgraduate) law degree. The first large-scale Australian study by Kelk et al., conducted across 13 universities and included nearly 2,000 members of the legal profession, concluded "that law students and members of the legal profession exhibit higher levels of psychological distress and depression than do community members of a similar age and sex". 32 For example, the questionnaire administered by these researchers identified that 35.4% of the law students surveyed reported suffering high or very high levels of psychological distress in the last 30 days, compared to 13% of 18 to 34 year-olds overall in Australia. 33 When discussing their findings, Kelk and colleagues noted that these results did not equate with law students being "severely dysfunctional". However, it did suggest that they were more distressed than the norm 34 . These findings of compromised mental wellbeing in law students have subsequently been broadly supported by more recent studies in Australia too. 35 The reason for these lower levels of mental wellbeing are thought to be multifactorial. Factors commonly emphasised within both the US and Australian studies include: the lack of autonomy experienced (which has already been discussed); 36 academic pressures and the workload involved in studying law; 37 the impact of studying law on thinking styles, attitudes and values; 38 a focus on extrinsic motivations coupled with a decline in intrinsic motivation, values and goals; 39 and, a lack of social connectedness. 40 There is less consensus around whether or not law students suffer from lower levels of wellbeing and higher levels of psychological distress than other university students in different disciplines. The majority of earlier studies have concluded that there is something specific to the law school experience which generates particular mental health concerns. For example, in the Australian context, Skread and
Rogers have conducted a quantitative empirical study on the levels of self-reported anxiety and depression experienced by both law and psychology students (94 students from each discipline). They conclude that the results "reinforce the well-documented fact that law students experience higher levels of stress, anxiety and depression than university students in other disciplines, particularly psychology", a finding they attribute (in relation to anxiety) to the greater demands placed on students by the study of law. students) has questioned this conclusion (although acknowledging that there is an issue here in terms of mental wellbeing to be tackled in both disciplines).
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In the UK, the issue of law student wellbeing has only recently been acknowledged and hence there is relatively little published work on this topic. 43 However, this is likely to change rapidly, given the increasing interest in student mental wellbeing generally in the UK. 44 A recent report for the Institute for Public Policy
Research identified that as a population "Students experience lower wellbeing than young adults as a whole, and experience lower wellbeing than was the case in previous years" with nearly five times as many students reported as disclosing a mental health the UK population overall, with the figure peaking midway through the second year at 23.1%.
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In terms of the wellbeing of distance learning law students, the authors were only able to identify a handful of published empirical studies undertaken on online distance students in general. 47 They were unable to identify any empirical studies focusing specifically on online distance LLB students. 48 Overall, the ways in which students interact with, and respond to, their online environment has been missed or In a more recent study of the characteristics of mature online distance learners it was noted that "Wellbeing identified as an important driver for many of the choices students make, not only about when but also about where and how they engage in their learning" (Andrews and Tynan above n.31 at p.15). 48 Surveys of students in the Australian National University's Legal Workshop Professional Legal Education Program were reported in 2014. However, this is a vocational, post-graduate course of study which provides a "very different context" (p.28) to the LLB by preparing its students for the transition to legal practice. Interestingly, the results of these surveys suggested that the students experienced low, and largely unchanging, levels of psychological distress throughout the course. Tang This is an interesting contrast to the way that online distance learning is commonly portrayed by its proponents -praising its flexibility, easy access and inclusivity, thus suggesting that there is much to explore in relation to online distance law student wellbeing.
Methodology
The empirical work undertaken by the authors sought to take a snapshot of the mental wellbeing of online distance learning students in their final stage of the LLB degree with a UK-based online distance learning provider, specifically The Open University.
The aim was to obtain preliminary baseline data using an online questionnaire. The symptoms of psychological distress. The questionnaire was subject to piloting by faculty members from The Open University Law School (n=5) and was subsequently refined based on the feedback they provided.
Eligible participants were the 742 students who were final stage LLB students (Year III full-time or Year V and VI part-time) who had previously agreed that they could be contacted to participate in research. Students were invited to take part via email and asked to complete an online questionnaire (using Qualtrics survey software) which included two standardised measures for assessing mental wellbeing. In particular the DASS-21, which (as discussed above) has been commonly used in prior research of law student wellbeing. However, the DASS-21 measures actual symptoms of psychological distress, and so an assessment of general wellbeing, the World Health Data was obtained on whether each of the eligible participants had reported a disability to the university. The overall number with a declared disability equated to 13.7% of the eligible participants (n=102). Approximately one in five of those with a declared disability had a mental health disability/disabilities (as categorised by The
Open University), which was 2.8% of the overall sample (n=21).
A total of 344 students took part in the study (representing a response rate of 46.4%). We used descriptive statistics to summarise quantitative data in relation to:
participants' demographic features; their motivations for study; the law school experience; and the assessments of student wellbeing (i.e. DASS-21 and WHO-5).
Statistical tests (specifically Chi-square tests and a t-test) were carried out in order to determine whether there were statistically significant differences in the response rates between those students who completed the survey (i.e. responders) and those that did not (i.e. non-responders) in relation to sex, White/Non-white status and age. We have utilised the commonly used cut-off of p ≤0.05 to denote statistical significance (i.e.
there is less than a 5% probability that any observed differences are due to chance 55 . However, responders were older on average than non-responders 56 , with a mean age of 37.0 years old for non-responders (i.e. they were on average 3.6 years younger than responders). Students were asked to report their highest level of educational attainment, prior to commencing their LLB. As outlined in Table 1 , almost one third of responders had already completed an undergraduate or postgraduate degree.
In addition to studying for their law degree over three quarters were in either full-or 
Motivations for study
Students were asked about their motivation for undertaking a law degree (see Table 2 ).
Approximately 45% reported that they wanted an LLB qualification so that they could work in the legal profession. Of those students who completed the open-ended item (a) to explain their response further, the majority referred to (presumably in the future) working as either a solicitor or barrister or used the generic term "lawyer" when discussing working in the legal profession. However, a number also referred to other roles within the legal sector, such as in policing or being an advice worker. Interestingly, given the recent fragmentation of the legal profession, some students' responses appeared to categorise these roles as work within the legal profession, whilst others saw this as a different type of career choice.
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The findings in the current study appear more nuanced than Hardee's in relation to changes of motivation during the LLB (although this exact question was not asked specifically of The Open University students). 59 For those students who indicated their motivation had moved away from entering the legal profession, this appeared to be largely due to changes in their work or personal circumstances: The focus on career ambitions does reflect previous work on law students which has indicated a high level of extrinsic motivation, with an emphasis on achieving career goals. 60 This, in turn, has been implicated in issues with mental wellbeing within other jurisdictions, with Sheldon and Krieger in the US suggesting that a focus on extrinsic motivations can be damaging to mental wellbeing, whereas those who are able to both "talk the talk" and "walk the walk" in terms of intrinsic values have greater levels of mental wellbeing. 61 However, the responses to the open-ended survey item on motivation also gave a sense of students having been given a second chance to develop their confidence and realise their aspirations, suggesting a more nuanced approach, with elements of intrinsic motivation also present for a number of respondents. This can perhaps be explained, at least in part, by the nature of the cohort, with a higher mean age, and less in the way of educational qualifications than is likely to be found within a more traditional university setting. A key theme that emerged was enjoyment of the subject of law itself, and the confidence and skills that doing the LLB had imparted:
Originally I was interested in qualifying as a solicitor but the legal aid cuts, combined with my then 4 year old son being diagnosed with autism, mean this is no longer a viable option as I cannot work full time. So now I am

Law School Experience
I have learnt more than I had ever imagined the law to be (Respondent 10)
In terms of the negative aspects identified, some respondents' commented critically about the degree's content, but a more common theme was one of feeling a lack of support and a sense of isolation. Some of these complaints or issues around support seemed to stem from a particular challenge with tutorial arrangements that impacted on the institution during the academic year the survey was conducted in.
Others demonstrated the impact that different tutors could have on the student experience (at The Open University students typically change tutors for each module studied). There were also more general comments which seemed to imply a lack of belonging and community:
I thought there would be more support and assistance from tutors (Respondent 277).
I have been increasing disillusioned with the lack of support from the law school. I also think the law school failed to communicate with me at many levels, academically, personal and supportive. (Respondent 241)
A sizeable number of responses included both positive and negative comments about the students' learning experiences, often suggesting that the learning journey had been both difficult, but also rewarding: 
Student wellbeing (a) Overall student perceptions
In terms of the effects that law school had on students' mental wellbeing, the majority (55.9%) felt that studying the LLB had contributed very much or somewhat positively to this (see Figure 1) . However, more than one-quarter (29.1%) felt that their studies had contributed very much or somewhat negatively. This is a noteworthy finding as, whereas the results of the DASS-21 and WHO-5 could both be influenced by numerous factors within a student's life, this particular question asked students to link mental wellbeing specifically to their studies. 
Percentage of students
Level of wellbeing depression, the mean (average) scores for each of the three sub-scales was between the normal and mild range (see Table 3 ). However, all three sub-scales and the DASS-21
total score in the current study were elevated in comparison to the UK general adult population norms. Such that, for the depression sub-scale a score of 0-4 is indicative of a normal psychological state and 5-6 suggests mild depressive symptoms. Within the study, the mean score for depression was 4.75, falling within the range indicating mild depressive symptoms. In comparison, the figures for the UK general population suggest a mean score for the depression subscale of 2.83 (i.e. well within the normal range).
Similarly, in relation to both the anxiety and stress sub-scales, the mean scores in the study were in the mild symptoms range, whereas the mean for the general population was in the normal range. 1 0-4 score indicates normal range, 5-6 mild, 7-10 moderate, 11-13 severe, >14 extremely severe 2 0-3 score indicates normal range, 4-5 mild, 6-7 moderate, 8-9 severe, >10 extremely severe 3 0-7 score indicates normal range, 8-9 mild, 10-12 moderate, 13-16 severe, >17 extremely severe University/ANU by Towness O'Brien et al. 64 in order that the results can be placed into an international context. Overall, the results of the current study demonstrated the same general pattern as the previous studies at MLS and ANU, with most students reporting symptoms in the normal range. In the current study over 60% of students were in the normal range for all three subscales. However a minority of students were in either the moderate range for depression (12.6%), anxiety (7.1%) or stress (14.1%) or the severe or extremely severe range for depression (12.5%), anxiety (15.3%) and stress (13.5%). Table 5 presents the frequency and percentage of students in the following ranges:
• Students with scores below that of the mean of those with major depression (i.e.
those with scores ≤37.5%, a group likely to need some professional help after a full assessment);
• Students with scores indicative of needing further assessment for major depression (i.e. those with scores between 37.6-52%, a group that might need an assessment of their mental health needs);
• Students with scores suggesting no need for screening, but below average wellbeing in relation to the general population (i.e. those with scores between 52.1-74.9%);
• Students with scores at or above the mean of the general population (i.e. those with scores ≥75%, a group with average or above wellbeing). The responses to open-ended item (c) indicated that the key positive impacts in relation to mental wellbeing included an enhanced understanding of rights and responsibilities (either in relation to their personal position or within society as a whole) and a sense of pride, accomplishment and achievement. There were also some comments around the perceived benefits in terms of anticipated future career progression and employability (or, in some cases, indicating that the experience of study had compensated for an unfulfilling working life): To some extent, these responses reflect the sense of social isolation which has been identified as a contributing factor to declining mental wellbeing in previous studies of law students. 67 However, the emphasis on work and family commitments is also arguably exacerbated by the higher mean age of the cohort and the large number in fulland part-time employment.
Other themes echoed those found within the accompanying open-ended item (c) with some students again referring to a lack of support from the university and raising the issue of tutorial arrangements (specifically GTP) which had arisen within the institution. These more mixed responses often drew together a number of these key themes:
It Responses such as these also fed through into open-ended item (d), on how The
Open University could improve student wellbeing, with a range of feedback around the need for consistent tutorial arrangements and an overall sense of dissatisfaction with how recent changes had been implemented within the university. There were also (perhaps inevitably with students) a number of comments around the way assignments and examinations were administered and marked. However, the key theme appeared to be around contact, support and encouragement, with suggestions for improvements including sending encouraging emails, providing more opportunities for peer-to-peer and student-tutor support, an increase in face-to-face interaction, the circulation of regular questionnaires about wellbeing and provision of a bespoke student counselling service: At the same time, some respondents indicated that they were happy with the levels of support, or felt that provision of additional support was outside the university's remit, with several indicating they preferred studying with minimal interference.
I think there are plenty of things in place for me, however this is my own opinion based on my circumstances. I like to be left alone. (Respondent 92)
Overall, the responses to (d) seem to largely focus on issues relating to the distance-learning nature of the LLB. For some students, their preference for flexible or independent study appeared to influence their response in a positive manner. Whilst for others it seemed there was a sense of separateness from The Open University and a lack of community which was viewed more negatively. Interestingly, there was little indication in the responses that it was the particular nature of law itself that had impacted on respondents' wellbeing. This seems to indicate a divergence from previous studies which have emphasised the discipline-specific nature of mental wellbeing issues. 68 However, whether it is the case that the issues associated with distance learning are effectively obscuring or over-shadowing underlying issues relating 68 Supra n 40.
particularly to law, or whether the nature, content and purpose of the LLB in the UK is such that the presentation of law as a discipline has less impact on mental wellbeing than elsewhere, remains open to question.
In terms of open-ended item (e), on sources of support, family featured heavily in responses, together with tutors and (to a lesser extent) friends and other LLB students (relationships frequently developed via social media). Often students had drawn on a number of these sources of support and they had provided a range of practical and moral support.
My family has been my rock (Respondent 207)
Meeting different tutors with their varying attributes keeps me going. The overall responses to (e) are of particular interest when considering ways in which to support distance learning students in terms of mental wellbeing, clearly emphasising the important role of tutors in mediating the learning experience, as well highlighting the relevance of social connectedness (and support) more generally.
Summary of findings
The current study provides a cross-sectional snapshot of a cohort of final stage online distancebased learning LLB students. It indicates that almost two thirds of respondents had found that Law School lived up to their expectation. The majority (55.9%) indicated that law school's impact on their mental wellbeing had been positive (Figure 1) . However, for a sizeable minority (29.1%) the impact had been negative (Figure 1) . The results of the DASS-21 indicated that the respondents' mean levels of stress, anxiety and depression were all higher than those of the general population, but the majority remained within the "normal" range. Nevertheless, around 12-15% displayed symptoms of particular concern (i.e. having results within the severe and extremely severe ranges) with between 7-14% also falling in the moderate range. The results of the WHO-5 also suggested that a sub-set of respondents had compromised mental wellbeing. A broadly comparable proportion of students were categorised as having extremely severe depression, anxiety and stress as those from students at two Australian universities. This is an interesting finding, given the differences in the mode of educational delivery and demographic characteristics, and given the fact that The Open University LLB is open access with no previous qualifications required for LLB entry.
Despite similar results to previous studies in relation to wellbeing as assessed using standardised measures, the responses to the open-ended items indicated a potential divergence from points previously outlined, in the US and Australian studies. For instance the explanations provided for the low levels of wellbeing amongst law students. Overall, the responses about law as a discipline were positive, focusing on its empowering nature, status and role within society, although at the same time, there were echoes of previous studies in the references to how law had shaped the respondents' ways of thinking. Many of the negative comments around mental wellbeing in this study instead related to the distance-learning nature of the LLB. This provides an interesting counter-point to Sheldon and Krieger's studies in which they emphasise the damaging impact of a lack of autonomy 69 , as in this survey there were indications that the high level of autonomy provided by the distance learning environment had contributed negatively to the respondents' mental wellbeing. Instead, a key theme was the need for a greater sense of relatedness, with a desire for further support, encouragement and community to help respondents navigate their studies alongside the "stresses of life" (Respondent 291). This perhaps indicates a need for further investigation of the balance to be struck between these two constructs if selfdetermination theory is to be developed as a conceptual framework for the promotion of law student mental wellbeing.
Strengths and weaknesses of the study
To the best of the authors' knowledge, this survey represents the first mixed methods study on law student wellbeing from the UK. This study had 344 participants which represents a substantial sample (a response rate of 46.4%) of law students for a UK institution and this sample size allows for meaningful comparisons with other data. The response rate appears commensurate with that in earlier studies 70 and the respondents 69 Supra n 24 and n 27. The standardised measures are self-report instruments, rather than clinical interviews and no formal diagnoses were made. There is always the potential danger of self-report leading to a social desirability bias (in other words, respondents giving what they perceive to be the "right" answers).
Future directions
Mental wellbeing is becoming an increasingly important issue amongst law students, higher education students generally and the legal profession. In the UK, although it has been highlighted as a concern, 71 the magnitude of the issue has not yet been discerned.
This study indicates that, despite the majority of respondents finding their mental .
